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The Settlement of Australia

Ov so recent recognition is the fact that the importance of modern
English history Hes in the colonial extension of England, that most of
us are still ready to assent to the statement that our colonies were
acquired by accident, and that if we have to thank anybody for our
present strength, our benefactors are certainly not to be found in
the persons of our statesmen. In truth, there is a rare chance of
epigrammatic amusement at the expense of a nation whose American
colonies were peopled by fugitives from the law, and whose Austra-
lian colonies were peopled by criminals despatched by the law. In
such an epigram it is taken for granted that a criminal establish-
ment was the one object of Australian colonisation. But as epigrams
are proverbially untrue, it may be worth while to examine into the
accuracy of this particular one, and to inquire whether other and
nobler motives were not present in the minds of the statesmen who
in 1787 despatched Captain Phillip and his momentous expedition
to the coast of New Holland. It is not denied that the discovery
of a suitable station of transportation had much to do with the expe-
dition ; but it is not acknowledged that this was the chief aim that
the ministry of Mr. Pitt had in view in this undertaking. Another
point of considerable interest relates to the connexion existing
between the American colonies and those in Australia, and here I
hope to show that between the possessions' in the New World, at that
date so recently lost, and the settlements in the still newer world, now
so great and powerful, there is a connecting chain, and that, curiously
enough, one of the most important links in that chain was the system
of transportation.

Here, at least, it is unnecessary to attempt anything like a dis-
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626 THE SETTLEMENT OF AUSTRALIA Oct.

cussion of the importance of the severance of the American colonies.
The Declaration of Independence came, indeed, with startling effect,
and few of the currents in which the national life flowed escaped
disturbance from the shock; but the side of English policy on which
we must concentrate our attention was affected almost as much by
the preceding events as by the great act which set the seal of revolt
upon disinclination and hardened a tendency into a consummated
fact. No sooner had the war broken out than the English Govern-
ment found that one of the subsidiary uses to which they had put
their American possessions was no longer possible. To employ the
euphemism of an act of parliament,' transportation to the American
colonies was attended with many difficulties.'l It is also necessary to
note that the revolt of one set of colonists rendered the future loyalty
of any other colonists, indeed of colonists in general, most proble-
matic in the minds of the eighteenth-century public, and but few
ventured to think that the settlement of new possessions might serve
to balance the loss so recently experienced.*

It was over a hundred and ten years since the commencement
of the regular system of transportation when a committee of the
house of commons on 16 April 1779 laid before the house a report*
on the condition of the prisoners in the hulks which it had been
found necessary to open for the reception of criminals who could no
longer be shipped across the Atlantic. Their report, which can best
be described as optimistic, made no very definite recommendation,
and the next year a new committee4 was nominated with a wider
scope. Although its inquiries were nominally restricted to the condi-
tion of the prisons in six counties, as shown by reports returned to
the house, it practically took into consideration the whole system of
secondary punishment. This is shown by the report,6 which divides
the matter under four headings—(1) The state of the prisons, (2) The
state of the hulks, (8) The history of transportation as shown by
act of parliament, (4) Becommendations. But even so detailed an
analysis fails to show the nature of the evidence brought under its
notice, since not only did it consider and epitomise the past history
of transportation, but it cast about to see whether no new spot could
be discovered into which, as Charles Boiler would have said, they
might' shovel' their convicts. They took evidence as to the suit-
ability of the neighbourhood of the river Gambia,6 and farther,
and this is by far the most important piece of their work, they
examined Sir Joseph Banks7 with reference to a settlement in the
new continent of what was then known as New Holland. He

1 19 Geo. HL c. 74. • V. infra, p. 680. • Commons Journals, voL xxxvi.
* Appointed 17 March, and reported 1 April 1779. Bat the returns mentioned

had been ordered 16 Deo. 1778, and were sent into the house 36 Jan. 1779.
• Commons Journals, vol. xxxvii p. 806 <fcc • Ibid. pp. 811, 814.
' He was with Captain Cook in 1770.
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1888 THE SETTLEMENT OF AUSTRALIA 627

reported • most favourably as to the soil and climate, recommending
Botany Bay as a place where a colony would readily become self-
supporting. In addition he advised that one year'B provisions
should be sent with the expedition, and that every attempt should
be made to collect such plants as might flourish at the designated
spot. The committee, however, while recognising the impossibility
of transporting criminals to America, considered8' that every other
place of transportation hitherto suggested appears to be attended
with many difficulties;' drawing at the same time a distinction
between the territory about the Gambia and Botany Bay by the
remark, with obvious allusion to the evidence as to the former, that
'the Bending atrocious criminals to unhealthy places where their
labour may be used and their lives hazarded in place of better
citizens may in some cases be advisable, and in the instance of capital
respites is undisputably just.'9 They recommended the establish-
ment of new penitentiary houses, and the act 19 Geo. HI, c. 74, was
passed, whereby the construction of such was ordered, while at the
same time transportation ' beyond the seas, although the place as-
signed be not in America,' was legalised.

Matters indeed were urgent. The building of the penitentiaries
was pushed forward,10 and the idea of transportation to some new
spot was not lost sight of. At a committee n in 1785 new evidence was
taken as to Africa, and despite the very adverse testimony the report
contains a feeble recommendation of the scheme. Indeed, as we
afterwards hear, a frigate was sent to the coast of Africa for discovery.11

It was sent in vain, for no proper spot could be found. The terrible
insalubrity of that district had been fully recognised by a new act
of parliament passed in 1788 (24 Geo. m , c. 12), which in regulating
punishments and authorising transportation contains a distinct
proviso that no criminals should be aent to Africa who are under
sentence to go elsewhere. The distinction drawn at an earlier date
had been retained, and rightly so, for transportation to Africa merely
meant the execution of capital punishment by malaria. So far, then,
as books, journalB, or acts of parliament can be brought into evidence,
matters were now at a complete block. They do not contain new
mention of Botany Bay, and the other expedients were tried only to
be found inadequate for the occasion. Thus in a ' History of New
Holland,' published 1787, with an introductory essay by Mr. Eden,
afterwards Lord Auckland, we read, ' This much may be asserted
with safety, that the maintenance of convicts at home has been
attended with great expense without answering the purpose of ex-
emplary correction ; and that though a frigate was sent to the coast

• Commons Journals, xxxyii. 814. • Ibid. '• Ibid, xxiix. 1040. 1784.
11 Ibid. zL p. 954 <fco. 1161 <fco., respectively 9 May and 28 July.
" History of Discovery of Neu> Holland (Brit. Mas. 798 e. 1).
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628 THE SETTLEMENT OF AUSTRALIA Oct.

of Africa for discovery, no proper place for a settlement could be
found.' »

Yet an examination of the documents M in the Eecord Office
shows that the project of forming a settlement at Botany Bay had
been for some time receiving the attention of the executive govern-
ment. The committee to which I have just referred sat on 28 July,
1785, while so far back as 28 August, 1788, the advantages of
New South Wales had been brought forward again by Mr. James
Matra, afterwards the enterprising consul at Tangiers. He for-
warded a memorial with the following somewhat self-complacent
preface: ' I am going to offer an object to the consideration of our
government which may in time atone for the loss of your American
colonies.'lfl He dwells on the advantages of New South Wales, and
suggests that the settlement might ' cause a revolution in the whole
system of European commerce and secure to England a monopoly
of some part of it and a very large share in the whole.' The scheme,
he says, is no idle one. It had been considered by many and approved
by Sir Joseph Banks. This latter statement is almost superfluous,
since the references to the natural characteristics of the place
coincide exactly with the words of Sir Joseph Banks before the
commons' committee in 1779. But there is one point of very great
importance. Throughout the memorial there was no suggestion
that the settlement should be formed of the criminal outcasts of
England. On the contrary, when he contemplates the character
of the future settler, Mr. Matra suggests that it might afford an
asylum to the unfortunate American loyalists,16 while in after
documents he takes note of the possibility of inducing voluntary
emigration.17

The government seem, however, to have fairly clutched at the
scheme under the aspect of a new criminal expedient, for Lord
Sydney, in a conversation with Mr. Matra, suggested that New
South Wales would be suitable for a convict establishment."
Throughout 1784 the negotiations went on busily, Mr. Matra show-
ing the greatest ardour in systematising the various hints and
suggestions thrown in his way. Then Sir George Young took up
the matter. He drew up a scheme19 practically identical, except as
to the matter of the convict population, with Mr. Matra's memorial
mentioned above, sent it to the attorney-general, and had it printed,50

possibly with the idea of circulation among people of influence. By
New Year's day 1787 the settlement was not only finally decided
upon, but great progress had been made in respect of settling the

u History of Discovery of New Holland, Pref. p. y.
14 These papers are tabulated in the appendix. '* Appendix (1).
" Appendix (1) (4). » Appendix (8).
'• Appendix (3). u Appendix (6), enclosure.
• Appendix (7). This is the document cited as ' a curious' pamphlet in The

First Twenty Ttart of Australia, by Mr. James Bonwick.
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1888 THE SETTLEMENT OF AUSTRALIA 629

mode in which it should take place;sl and if we wish to fix on the
important date of decision we must take 6 Dec. 1786 as the day from
which the new epoch in our colonial history begins, for on that
day the orders in council were made, which legally enabled the
ministry to send convicts to New South Wales. Even before then
there was no doubt as to the intentions of the government; Mr.
Nepean had been actively conducting correspondence with the various
departments which might have to furnish either convicts, trans-
ports, or convoys ; Lord Sydney was vigorous, and the great minister
himself, William Pitt, was eager for detailed information.*2

It would seem strange indeed had all this enthusiasm been dis-
played relative to the construction of what was to be nothing more
than a new and unusually secure penitentiary. This, however, as
we have already seen, was not the view taken of the new settle-
ment by its projector.13 It was not this prospect which animated
the government. Mr. Matra had urged the future importance of
New South Wales in commerce—the refuge it might afford to the
American loyalists.18 The government anticipated the despatch of
free emigrants;94 they deemed the settlement likely to prove of
convenience by its proximity to China.9* Such were, too, the views
of Arthur Phillip, the first governor, who wrote: ' As I would not
wish convicts to lay the foundation of an empire, I think "they should
remain separated from the garrison and other settlers that may come
from Europe, and not be allowed to mfy with them even after the
seven or fourteen years for which they are transported may be ex-
pired.' * In such a spirit as this the expedition was despatched, and
the new empire of the south founded. Convicts were sent, indeed;
and the fact that it had become an absolute necessity to discover
some fresh outlet for the population who had drifted into crime gave
the government courage to venture on an undertaking which other-
wise might have been scouted as unpractical and visionary, while
furnishing them with subjects for an experiment in colonisation that
might have fallen through for lack of voluntary settlers. Yet it is a
serious error to mistake an incident for an all-sufficing cause.

Popular feeling at least laid hold of the question on the same
side. It was because it was regarded as an attempt to form a new
colonial settlement that it attracted so much attention in the press.
This aspect it was which lent sting to the persistence with which
the opponents of the ministry raked up the untoward instance of
the American colonies to countenance the assertion that the new
settlement would but prove a source of fresh trouble or danger.17

Of course in answer to this it was easy to allege that the mistakes
that had occasioned separation in the one case were not likely to

*» Appendix (8). «• Appendix (14) (16). » Appendix (1).
« Appendix (11). » Appendix (4). » Appendix (17)
" Whitehall Evening Post, 19 Sept. and 80 NOT. 1788.
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680 THE SETTLEMENT OF AUSTRALIA Oct.

be repeated; bnt it was less easy to avoid recognition of the experi-
mental nature of the undertaking. One writer, indeed, boldly faces
the difficulty, only to point out that the experiment was worth
making, and that, though free settlers might not be willing to give
up the comforts of home for an uncertain prospect, the employment
of convicts amply surmounted such an obstacle. With others the
question of convict establishments is put on one side in order to
discuss the benefits that might accrue from a settlement in the far
south: if needs be, it would furnish a point of vantage, so they
urged, in any future Spanish or Dutch war;M or it might become
an important commercial station, and assist in the extension of
British trade.89 Such were the arguments piled up by way of
barricade againBt the ridicule and invective which the plan con-
tinued to meet. It was said that the rights of the East India
Company were being infringed upon, that the convicts would give
themselves up to piracy, that they would perish from starvation,"0

with many another objection equally imaginary and equally specious.
And so the battle raged on till the question fairly took hold of the
public mind. The Humourist's Magazine81 had in its first number
a cartoon of the parliament of Botany Bay discussing ways and
means, and the whole controversy, so far indeed as it found
entrance into the mind of the people, was summed up in some
comic verses published in the Whitehall Evening Post,** of which
the following may be taken as representative stanzas:—

Let no one think much of a trifling expense;
Who knows what may happen a hundred years hence ?
The loss of America what can repay ?
New colonies seek for at Botany Bay.

Of those precious souls who for nobody care
It seems a large cargo the kingdom can spare;
To ship off a gross or two make no delay—
They cannot too soon go to Botany Bay.

They go of an island to take special charge,
Much wanner than Britain and ten times as large;
No custom-house duties, no freightage to pay,
And tax free they'll live when at Botany Bay.

It may well be imagined that in the face of such awakened
interest those responsible for the expedition did all in their power
to insure its success. But use what energy, display what
wisdom, they might, they could not escape opposition. Calumny,
too, was busy. At one moment a report was diligently circulated
to the effect that the government had abandoned their plan; at

» Morning Post, 18 Oot 1786. » History of New Holland, p. 88.
• Whitehall Evening Post, 80 Nov. 1786. " January 1787.
- 31 Nov. 1736. No. 6174.
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1888 THE SETTLEMENT OF AUSTRALIA 681

another a wholly fictitious account of the expense involved was
published; while the eccentric genius of Lord George Gordon war
invoked to the task of getting up petitions among the convicts
against their transportation.0 But the ministry held on its way
with firmness, apparently unmoved even by the last-mentioned
effort. Daring the autumn of 1786 batches of convicts had been
sent down to Portsmouth to be ready for embarkation, and next
spring Governor Phillip's instructions were drawn out and discussed
with particular attention to the precise locality of the expedition,*4

which had itself been referred to in explicit terms in the royal speech
at the opening of parliament; while on 29 Jan. a bill was ordered
into the house for establishing a court of criminal jurisdiction in
New South Wales.18

So far as our purpose is concerned the history of the expedition
may be summarised in a few brief sentences.16 It sailed on 1 May
1787, Teneriffe was reached 8 June, Rio 6 Aug., while on 18 Oct.
the fleet anchored off the Gape of Good Hope. On 18 Dec. it left
the Cape to perform the last stage of its hazardous journey, this
time Phillip preceding the main body in the ' Supply.' On 18 Jan.
the ' Supply' entered Botany Bay, to be followed next day by three
transports, and on the 20th by the rest of the fleet.,

Finding the locality unsuitable, Phillip set off to explore the
coast. His search was destined to be very brief, for on the 22nd
itself he entered the harbour of Port Jackson. Without further
delay he returned to bring on the mn.in expedition.

During his absence, some little excitement had been caused by
the appearance of two strange ships, which on investigation turned
out to be two French men-of-war despatched to the South Seas
on a voyage of discovery. Very fortunately the English were so
evidently first in the field that no possible question of conflicting
rights could be raised, even though settlement, as possibly was the
case at this particular time, had been the intention of the French
Government. Without any hindrance from them, the expedition
moved down the coast, and on 26 Jan. the British ensign was
hauled up on the shores of Sydney Cove, though the formal in-
auguration of the new colony—for such it was clearly considered—
did not take place till, 7 Feb., Australia was founded.

Once more we may look back to the subjects with which we
started, and this time, perhaps, with a fuller understanding of their
importance. May the matter not be summed up in some way such
aa this ? The loss of the American colonies, while depriving the

- General Evening Post, 6 Jan. 1787. " Appendix (10). •» 27 Geo. m o. 2.
" For account of voyage and settlement see Phillip (A.), Narrative of Expedition

to Botany.Bay, 1789; Hunter (John), Journal of the Transaction! at Port Jackson,
1798; Collins (D.), Account of English Colonies in N.8.W. 1798; Tench (Watldn),
Account of Settlement at Port Jackson, 1798.
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682 THE SETTLEMENT OF AUSTRALIA Oct.

home country of its main outlet for the outBcourings of the gaol,
rendered statesmen at the same time more susceptible of new schemes
in way of compensation; and thus, while the expedition to New
South Wales could always be justified on the ground of present
necessity, those who sent it aimed at something more important
than the mere foundation of a new criminal establishment. The
despatch of convicts was the first boring for a new shaft; experi-
ment would show the probability of success.

But how, it may be asked, did it come about that this ultimate
object fell into speedy neglect; why did the stream of convicts flow
slowly, but surely, without any farther attempt being made to justify
the sanguine anticipation of many of those concerned in the earliest
expedition ? We began with the American war, and we end with
the French [Revolution. During the events of which I have been
writing, Europe had been drifting nearer the maelstrom of universal
war and desperation; in a few years' time the spirit of conquest
was let loose, and men had something else to do than to look
idly on till colonies should have grown into vigour. England her-
self, under her keen-eyed strenuous minister, was fatally involved;
and Pitt had been driven to enter on a course which made him bid
them roll up the map of Europe, though, as he said these words,
he little knew that under his guidance a new and important leaf
had been added to the atlas of the world, and a new country
founded which was to prove rich and vigorous, and ' who knows
what may happen a hundred years hence ? '

E. C. K. GONNBB.

APPENDIX.

COLONIAL PAPEBS.

AHBBIOA AND WEST INDIES, 691.

(1) Memorial from James M. Matra, 4 Duke Street, Orosvenor
Square, 28 Aug. 1788 (largely quoted in text).

a. Dwells on advantages of New South Wales in climate and soil;
and these so good that, < with good management and a few settlers, in
twenty or thirty years they might cause a revolution in the whole system
of European commerce and secure to England a monopoly of some part
of it and a very large share in the whole.'

b. The country may afford an asylum to the unfortunate American
loyalists.

c. Proposes that a ship should be sent for discovery, or two ships with
marines accustomed to husbandry.

It is no vain idle scheme; has been considered by many and approved
by Sir Joseph Banks. The initial expense probably about 8,000/.
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1888 THE SETTLEMENT OF AUSTRALIA 68a

(2) Memorandum by Mr. Matra of conversation with Lord Sydney,
6 April, 1784.

Eefera to foregoing scheme. In course of conversation Lord Sydney
suggests that N.S.W. would be suitable for conviot establishment.
This idea supported by Mr. Matra, who urges that snoh exportation less
expensive than employment in the hulks, the latter costing country
26J. 15s. lOd. per head, the former only 151. 14j. It is preferable to
exportation to Africa,87 for of 746 criminals [sic] sent thither during years
1776, 1776, 884 died, 271 deserted, and of the remainder no account can
be given.

(8) J. M. Matra to Mr. Evan N&pean, 1 Oct. 1784.

a. Anxious to answer letter of Mr. Delaney, who has been active in
procuring consent of many people to emigrate; wishes therefore to be
authorised to give him a decisive answer. Does his correspondent know
if ministry have come to a decided resolution to reject the plan ?

b. Enclosure in above.

James Delaney to J. M. Matra.

Wants to know if any decision has been arrived at. Season going by,
and lapse of time will render it less likely that inhabitants of Nova Scotia
may be induced to go.

(4) Memo, in handwriting of Mr. Matra sent Jo Mr. Evan Nepean.

Attorney-general hears of the importance of N.S.W. in the navigation
of the China seas. Sir George Young urges this point. Will Mr. Nepean
communicate this to Lord Sydney before he goes to cabinet council ?
Under these circumstances, the suggested impropriety of employing
king's ships removed.

(6) Attorney-general to (Lord Sydney f), 18 Jan. 1785.

Encloses plan drawn by Sir George Young for convict settlement at
N.S.W.

(6) Plan drawn by Sir George Young. Enclosure in above.

This seems drawn from Mr. Matra'B memorial, with exception of
notice of probability of discovery of metals, and of course the introduction
of the idea of convict settlement.

(7) Same printed.

(8) Letters of Sir A. Eamond to Evan Nepean, Oct. 1786.

Recommending candidates for various posts in the expedition,

" It is usually concluded that an actual attempt at convict establishment was made
in Africa (v.'Dr. P. Aschrott: 8trafensyatem und Qtf&ngnitnossen in England, p. 88).
As a matter of fact such was probably not the ease. (1) The official account of the
746 persons sent between 1766 and 1776 (not 1776 and 1776) does not s*y they were
criminals, indeed the contrary is to be inferred.—Commons Journals, nx i r . 812.
(3) The committee in 1779 discusses the feasibility of each establishments, but does not
mention that the experiment had been made. (8) Lord Aaokland's preface, v. supra;
p. 627.
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684 THE SETTLEMENT OF AUSTRALIA Oct.

(9) Evan Nepean to , I Jan. 1786 [really 1787].88

Befers to orders in council passed 6th and 22nd of last month (i.e.
Dec. 1786) fixing destination of certain convicts. Wishes them to be sent
on board at once.

(10) Draft instruction to Governor from Home Office.

These instructions referred to a committee of the house 28 April,
1787.'

Letter accompanying them states,' Ton are not allowed to delay the
disembarkation of the establishment upon your arrival on the coast upon
pretence of fM^mViing after a more eligible site than Botany Bay.'

(11) Governor Phillip's instructions. Date filled up 25 April, 1787.
Mentions that he will have received instructions from admiralty. He

is to have power to discharge conviots before full time has elapsed, and in
such cases to give them lease of lands for 10 years in following propor-
tions, viz. 80 acres to a male, if married 20 more, and for each child
with him at time of grant 10 more, on condition of residence. They may
further be supplied with assortment of provisions and tools.

In view of probable free emigration to transmit an immediate report
of the country.

NEW SOUTH WALKS, 1.

(12) Secretary of State (f) to Lord Commissioner of Treasury,
18 Aug. 1786.

To provide transport ships and necessary supplies. Contains enclosures.
a. Heads of plan for effectually disposing of convicts and rendering

their transportation mutually beneficial to themselves and state. (Evi-
dently drawn from that of Sir George Young.)

b. Draft (dated subs. 81 Aug.) to Lords f*f|TnTnifffPOnftrff of Admiralty to
provide war ships.

(18) Lord Howe to Lord Sydney, 8 Sept. 1786.
With reference to appointment of Captain Phillip.

(14) Mr. Evan Nepean to Sir Charles Middle ton, 12 Dec. 1786.
Mr. Pitt anxious for information as to detail of expense.

(16) Sir C. Middleton to Mr. Evan Nepean, 18 Dec. 1786.
Will supply required information in a few days.

(16) Lieutenant-Colonel Sterling to Mr. Evan Nepean, 21 Dec. 1786.
Enclosing letter to Lord Sydney, both about N.S.W. corps.

(17) Memorandum by Governor Phillip {quoted supra, p. 629).

• Mistake in date in oolonial papers in Beoord Offloe. The Register of Privy Council
gives these orders for December 1786.
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